When Guglielmo Marconi developed wireless telegraphy, or radio, over a hundred years ago, he laid the seeds for a revolution in the conduct of diplomacy. A method became available by which one government could reach the people of another country by crossing frontiers without border controls. However, then and for decades thereafter, it was considered utterly undiplomatic in peacetime for a government to establish a direct connection with the citizens of another country. Diplomacy was confined to the relationship between two governments. In wartime, of course, these diplomatic rules did not apply; trying to affect the will of enemy warriors to continue fighting is as old as history.
The rules of diplomacy were broken after the Bolsheviks took power in what was to become the Soviet Union. For the first time in the modern era, a government urged the peoples of other countries, in peacetime, to rise against their own government, and radio was used as the main method to transmit the message-not only in Russian but also in other languages.
The world was not prepared to follow the Soviet example. But when Nazi Germany adopted the same methods, indeed improved on them, other countries woke up. Britain, for instance, started the BBC World Service, first confining it to English but slowly branching out into other languages.
Of course, when World War II broke out, all diplomatic gloves were off. Radio became a major psychological warfare weapon. Within ten weeks after America's entry into the war, the United States created its own short-wave radio service, later officially named the Voice of America (VOA).
Alan Heil Jr.'s Voice of America: A History not only traces VOA's evolution from its beginnings in 1942 to the present but provides a highly readable account of accomplishments and problems in the organization's sixty-year history. Heil is an excellent writer and researcher who bases his book on his own observations as a VOA employee and executive for almost forty years as well as on an enormous amount of written material and interviews with nearly everyone who has had anything to do with the organization.
Although the book's subtitle is A History, its first chapter deals with Tiananmen Square in Beijing in 1989. Heil wishes to introduce the reader to one important event in VOA's more recent history to make the evolution of the Voice more understandable. He quotes from a VOA correspondent's report: "It's a sultry May evening and many of the demonstrators in the huge plaza are camping out. The book is full of similar vignettes giving the reader a vivid picture of life in the VOA, an organization peopled by native-born Americans, naturalized Americans, and foreign citizens broadcasting on behalf of VOA to their native countries. Early in 1942 VOA broadcast in only four languages -English, German, French, and Italian -but the number increased over the years and depending on budgetary allocations hovered around fifty; at this time it is fifty-three.
VOA went through many crises -budgetary, organizational, and substantive. It started out as a part of the Coordinator of Information (1942), then became an important element of the Office of War Information , was transferred to the Department of State (1945 -53) , thereafter became a division of the U.S. Information Agency (USIA) , and now reports to the Broadcasting Board of Governors.
The term journalistic independence dominates the narrative throughout the book. Clearly, the employees of VOA from the director down have felt strongly on this issue. In the present organizational setup, VOA's journalistic independence is ensured-VOA is no longer part of the State Department or USIA. It reports to a bipartisan board with the secretary of state an ex-officio board member. However, in insisting on journalistic independence, VOA must keep in mind that its "publisher" is the U.S. government, that its funds come exclusively from congressional appropriations, that VOA's sole reason for existence is that it is an important element of American public diplomacy, that it consumes a large slice of the government's public diplomacy budget, and that VOA's listeners abroad universally regard the station as government supported.
Although Heil applauds the VOA for its independence and journalistic standards, the reader is left to ponder whose standards should apply. Journalists at the Washington Post and the Washington Times also make judgments about the newsworthiness of a story with strikingly different results. The same is true in broadcast journalism, as viewers of CNN and Fox readily recognize. There is no impingement of journalistic independence when, on a particular foreign policy issue, the secretary of state, who is a statutory member of the Broadcasting Board, exercises his function, established by law, to provide "information and guidance on foreign policy issues."
Heil cites the case of dissident Wei Jingsheng, whom China had released for health reasons and sent into exile in 1997. When the American embassy in Beijing learned that Wei was due to give an interview at VOA, it pointed out that the Chinese government might regard such an interview as a violation of a promise by the U.S. not to "exploit" the freeing of Wei. This was not tampering with journalistic independence. For VOA it was a judgment call. After many exchanges with the State Department and the National Security Council, VOA broadcast the interview.
Heil also cites VOA's interview with the Taliban leader Mullah Omar. It seems that the head of VOA's Pashtun service, two weeks after 11 September, interviewed Mullah Omar. The United States was about to launch an attack on Taliban-led Afghanistan and on Osama bin Laden, who was believed to have been sheltered by the Taliban regime. The question whether the interview should be broadcast back to Afghanistan became an issue between the State Department and VOA. Again, it was a matter of judgment. VOA determined to broadcast the interview, followed by comments putting it into perspective.
It is worth recalling that the commercial media are also faced with similar judgment calls. Two weeks after 11 September, National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice approached the news divisions of the major American television networks urging them not to broadcast an Osama bin Laden tape because of fears that it might contain coded language. The networks, which unlike VOA are privately funded, complied.
Regrettably, Heil fails to emphasize the raison d'être of the VOA, namely that it is an important element of American public diplomacy, in other words that it exists for one purpose only: to further U.S. interests abroad. This aim can best be achieved with VOA enjoying journalistic independence while its editors and writers exercise mature judgment.
